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On Oct. 2, a prison riot at the Carandiru prison in Sao Paulo left 111 prisoners dead and 35 wounded,
according to Sao Paulo state Public Security spokesperson Walmir Salaro. Thirty-two Military Police
(PM) officers were also injured during the uprising. Salaro attributed the riot to a battle between
rival gangs over cocaine. No escapes were reported. News of the casualties was not released until
over 24 hours after the riot. According to some observers, the news delay was part of an attempt
by state authorities to avoid damaging the campaign of Brazilian Democratic Movement Party's
(Partido do Movimento Democratico Brasileiro, PMDB) candidate for mayor of Sao Paulo in Oct. 3
municipal elections. In an Oct. 4 interview, Sao Paulo state security director Pedro Franco de Campo
indicated that the riots may have been part of an escape plan. "It was not a police massacre," he
said. He added that the majority of the violence resulted from inmates attacking each other. De
Campo gave no explanation as to why officials had originally reported a death toll of only eight
prisoners. According to police, when the PM riot squad entered the facility, it was met with gunfire
from approximately 100 armed inmates. The inmates also reportedly fired blow-darts poisoned
with blood contaminated with the Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS). Also on Oct.
4, the Brazilian Bar Association (OAB) issued a statement condemning the deaths as "institutional
violence by a delinquent state." The OAB cited the fact that the PM only seized a total of 13 guns
from prisoners and that officials had not yet released the bodies of most victims, reportedly nearly
unrecognizable due to the number of bullet wounds and point-blank bullet shots to the head.
According to the OAB, officials had not yet permitted family members or reporters to enter the
prison facilities. According to the New York Times, when relatives of inmates and human rights
workers were allowed into the facilities late on Oct. 4, the witnesses reported police atrocities
and a death toll of between 200 and 400. Paulo Sergio Pinheiro, local coordinator for Washington-
based human rights organization Americas Watch said, "There were deliberate and systematic
executions...They liquidated the wounded and shot several prisoners who were forced to carry
bodies." Two Roman Catholic nuns who perform prison pastoral work said that on the morning
of Oct. 3, they counted 13 bodies of prisoners who had been shot with their hands tied behind
their backs. One of the nuns, Maria Isabel de Oliveira, said "There was no gang war here, but a
massacre...The prisoners said they saw the lights go out and machine guns firing in all directions."
According to a note smuggled out of the prison facility, the PM squad panicked after several
members accidentally shot each other. "The soldiers shot each other and they became furious when
they saw their companions wounded," wrote a prisoner who identified himself as "Joaquim, a
member of the prisoner's committee." The Carandiru prison holds about 7,350 inmates in a facility
designed for a maximum population of 3,500. Approximately 2,076 of the inmates were housed in the
9th pavilion, where the riot took place. The Sao Paulo facility, the largest prison in Latin America,
had previously been hit by riots in 1987, resulting in the deaths of 30 inmates. (Sources: Associated
Press, 10/03/92; Agence France-Presse, 10/03/92, 10/04/92; Spanish news service EFE, 10/04/92; The
New York Times, 10/05/92)
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